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1. Religious Freedom Is Moral, Strategic Concern for U.S. (05-20-2013) 
 

By Jane Morse 

Staff Writer 

  

Washington — Attacks on religious freedom are both a moral and a strategic national security 

concern for the United States, says U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry. 

 

During a May 20 press briefing for the release of the 2012 International Religious Freedom Report, 

Kerry said, “When countries undermine or attack religious freedom, they not only unjustly threaten 

those whom they target; they also threaten their country's own stability, and we see that in so many 

places.” 

 

The report, which assesses the religious freedom — or lack thereof — in nearly 200 countries and 

territories, is “a demonstration of the abiding commitment of the American people and the entire 

U.S. government to the advancement of freedom of religion worldwide,” he said. 

 

Enshrined in the U.S. Constitution, freedom of religion is “a core American value,” Kerry said, but 

it “is not an American invention.” Freedom of religion, he said, is “a universal value.” 

 

“The freedom to profess and practice one's faith, to believe or not to believe, or to change one's 

beliefs, that is a birthright of every human being,” Kerry said. “These rights are rightly recognized 

under international law. 
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“The promotion of international religious freedom is a priority for President Obama and it is a 

priority for me as secretary of state,” Kerry said. “I am making certain, and will continue to, that 

religious freedom remains an integral part of our global diplomatic engagement.” 

 

The State Department’s annual International Religious Freedom Report, Kerry said, “is a clear-

eyed, objective look at the state of religious freedom around the world,” but he acknowledged that it 

will displease some governments. 

 

“When necessary, yes, it does directly call out some of our close friends, as well as some countries 

with whom we seek stronger ties,” the secretary said. “And it does so in order to try to make 

progress, even though we know that it may cause some discomfort.” 

 

Kerry added that, “while this report underscores the challenges to religious freedom, it is also true 

that it is harder than ever to restrict human freedom. 

 

“It has never been easier,” he said, “in all of human history, for people to share their views, to find 

information, to connect with others, even to send messages of desperation that ask for help or that 

shed light on abuses that are taking place because of instant communication. So while serious 

challenges to religious freedom remain, I also could not be more optimistic about the prospects for 

freedom around the world because there are great prospects for accountability around the world.” 

 

Among the serious challenges to religious freedom in the world today is evidence of “the potential 

rise of anti-Semitism,” he said. To meet this challenge, Kerry announced his appointment of Ira 

Forman to the position of special envoy to monitor and combat anti-Semitism. 

 

Another troubling trend identified in the 2012 report is the increasing use of laws governing 

blasphemy and apostasy, the secretary said. 

 

“These laws are frequently used to repress dissent, to harass political opponents and to settle 

personal vendettas,” Kerry said. “Laws such as these violate fundamental freedoms of expression 

and religion, and we believe they ought to be repealed.” 

 

Suzan Johnson Cook, U.S. ambassador-at-large for international religious freedom, noted that 

among the findings of the most recent report is that “many governments failed to prosecute the 

perpetrators of crimes motivated by religious animosity, creating a climate of impunity that fueled 

further discrimination and violence.” 

 

“Societal intolerance against religious minorities is on the rise,” Cook said. “Too often this 

intolerance finds expression in acts of violence, vandalism and desecration.” 

 

In its work to promote religious tolerance worldwide, the United States partners with members of 

international communities to support religious freedom, to protect religious minorities and to 

safeguard freedom of expression,” Cook said. “We particularly advocate engaging women and 

youth on religious freedom, as their voices are a positive force for change,” she said. 

 

The goal, Cook said, is “that people will take small steps for progress, because what we ultimately 

want is religious freedom for all in every country.” 

 

The full text of the 2012 International Religious Freedom Report is available on the website for the 

State Department’s Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor. Also see the State 

Department fact sheet U.S. Policy and Programs in Support of International Religious Freedom. 

http://www.state.gov/j/drl/
http://iipdigital.usembassy.gov/st/english/texttrans/2013/05/20130520147658.html#axzz2ToSqgTP2
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2. U.S. Remains Watchful After North Korean Missile Launches (05-20-2013) 
 

By Jim Garamone 

American Forces Press Service 

 

WASHINGTON, May 20, 2013 – The United States continues to call on North Korean leaders to 

exercise restraint and abide by their international obligations, Pentagon Press Secretary George 

Little said here today. 

 

North Korea fired five short-range missiles in the past three days, and reporters asked Little if this is 

a North Korean return to the provocative behavior earlier this year. 

 

“We have noticed broadly that North Korea has ratcheted back its provocative actions in recent 

weeks, and its bellicose rhetoric,” Little said. “We hope that that is a trend they hope to follow.” 

 

The missile launches “could be construed” as provocative, Little said, although “these short-range 

missile launches do not necessarily violate their international obligations.” 

 

Still, the past few months have been bumpy. North Korean leaders conducted an underground 

nuclear test, fired a ballistic missile and threatened South Korea and the United States with nuclear 

destruction. 

 

The North Korean rhetoric became a bit less inflammatory this month, but a period of tensions 

remains, albeit on a smaller scale than before, Little said. 

 

“But anything that can be construed to be provocative continues to concern us,” he added, “and the 

North Koreans have been known to shift tactics and behavior on short notice. And we’re mindful of 

their behavior in the past.” 

 

The United States and its allies remain watchful and will continue to monitor what happens on the 

Korean Peninsula, Little told reporters. 

 

 

3. Russian Missiles in Syria will Prolong Suffering, Dempsey Says (05-17-2013) 
 

By Jim Garamone 

American Forces Press Service 

 

WASHINGTON, May 17, 2013 – Russia’s planned delivery of advanced anti-ship missiles and the 

S-300 air defense system to Syria “is at the very least an unfortunate decision that will embolden 

the regime and prolong the suffering,” said Army Gen. Martin E. Dempsey during a Pentagon news 

conference today. 

 

The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff went on to call the decision “ill-timed and very 

unfortunate.” 

 

Dempsey, speaking alongside Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel, said the United States continues to 

try to find a way for the United States and Russia to work together to end the Syrian civil war. “One 

of the primary reasons that Secretary of State John Kerry went to Moscow was to find some … 

intersection of interests in the Middle East,” Hagel said. 

 

http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=120089
http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=120079
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The secretary said there is a real danger that the war could spill over Syria’s borders and ignite the 

entire region. “What we don’t want to see happen is for Syria to erupt to a point where we may find 

a regional war,” he said. “We continue to work with the Russians and do everything we can to 

convince the powers in the region to be careful with escalation of military options and equipment.” 

 

Hagel said the United States is leaving all options open. “We are already doing a lot in Syria on the 

humanitarian side, the non-lethal side,” he said. Still, U.S. leaders are trying to work out some 

consensus on Syria with the players in the region and beyond. 

 

The anti-ship and air defense capabilities are more capable systems, Dempsey said. The S-300, for 

example, has a higher ceiling, longer range and multiple tracking capability. “It pushes the stand-off 

distance out a little more, increases risk, but it’s not impossible to overcome,” he said. 

 

“What I really worry about is that (Syrian leader Bashar) Assad will decide that since he’s got these 

systems he is somehow safer and more prone to a miscalculation,” the chairman said. 

 

There are several capabilities that Syria has not used responsibly including chemical weapons, long-

range rockets, missiles and high-end air defense, Dempsey said. “The things they have in their 

control, we have things to deal with,” the general said. “We do not have options in any way to 

prevent the delivery of any military sales to Syria.” 

  

Related Articles:  

U.S. Increases Sanctions against Syria (05-17-2013) 

Ambassador DiCarlo at U.N. on Resolution on Syria (05-15-2013) 

 

 

4. Obama, Turkish Leader Discuss Syria in White House Meeting (05-16-2013) 
 

By Jim Garamone 

American Forces Press Service 

 

WASHINGTON, May 16, 2013 – While he retains the full range of options against the Assad 

regime in Syria, President Barack Obama said here today, he still believes international efforts are 

the best way to move forward. 

 

In a Rose Garden news conference, Obama and Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan said 

Syria was a big part of their White House discussions today. 

 

United Nations officials estimate that more than 80,000 Syrians have been killed in the past two 

years and more than 5 million Syrians are refugees. Bashar Assad’s regime has launched Scud 

missiles at rebel-held areas and may have used chemical weapons against their own people. 

 

The United States already is taking steps against the Syrian regime, the president said. “I reserve the 

options of taking additional steps -- both diplomatic and military -- because those chemical weapons 

inside of Syria also threaten our security over the long term, as well as our allies and friends and 

neighbors.” 

 

But Syria is an international problem, the president said. “It is very much my hope to continue to 

work with all the various parties involved, including Turkey, to find a solution that brings peace to 

Syria, stabilizes the region, stabilizes those chemical weapons,” he said. 

 

http://iipdigital.usembassy.gov/st/english/article/2013/05/20130517147567.html#axzz2ToSqgTP2
http://iipdigital.usembassy.gov/st/english/texttrans/2013/05/20130515147434.html#axzz2TFXs8UJT
http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=120067
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The United States should not do this alone, Obama said. “I don’t think anybody in the region … 

would think that U.S. unilateral actions in and of themselves would bring about a better outcome 

inside of Syria,” the president said. 

 

Turkey has shared all the information it has on possible use of chemical weapons inside Syria, 

Erdogan said through an interpreter. “The U.N. Security Council and all the other relevant 

authorities will also receive that information in the proper time so that more information is provided 

to the public,” the prime minister said. 

 

Obama said the United States has seen evidence of chemical weapons use inside of Syria. “It is 

important for us to make sure that we’re able to get more specific information about what exactly is 

happening there,” the president said. “But separate and apart from the chemical weapons, we know 

that tens of thousands of people are being killed with artillery and mortars, and that the 

humanitarian crisis and the slaughter that’s taking place by itself is sufficient to prompt strong 

international action.” 

 

Hundreds of thousands of Syrians have taken refuge in Turkey, and Obama praised the Turkish 

leader for his nation’s humanitarian efforts. The United States will support Turkey in providing 

humanitarian aid, he added. 

 

The two leaders also discussed economic ties between the two nations, the situation in Iraq, 

operations in Afghanistan, NATO, Cyprus and the dangers of terrorism. 

 

Erdogan will meet with Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel tomorrow. 

 

 

5. Defense Chiefs Discuss Afghanistan, Future of NATO (05-16-2013) 
 

By Jim Garamone 

American Forces Press Service 

 

BRUSSELS, May 16, 2013 – The NATO defense chiefs are moving closer to determining what the 

post-2014 alliance posture in Afghanistan will look like, Danish Gen. Knud Bartels, the chairman of 

the Military Committee, said here yesterday. 

 

The defense chiefs stressed the alliance will continue its strong support to Afghanistan well beyond 

the end of the International Security Assistance Force mission in December 2014. 

 

The 28 NATO chiefs also discussed the situation in Kosovo, alliance relations with Russia, NATO 

transformation and more. 

 

“As we approach the completion of the ISAF campaign, our mission in Afghanistan is entering a 

new phase,” Bartels said at the conclusion of the two-day meeting at NATO headquarters. “Its 

primary task is changing from leading a counterinsurgency campaign to providing training, advice 

and assistance to the Afghan National Security Forces, as they assume the lead for security across 

the country.” 

 

NATO forces are already shifting responsibility for security to Afghan forces. Later this year, 

Afghan forces will be in the lead for security over most of the country. 

 

The Afghan army and police continue to grow in capability, Bartels said. 

http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=120060
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“They are already in the lead across much of Afghanistan and their progress in the areas of 

planning, coordination, execution and sustaining large-scale operations is now evident,” he said. 

“Transition therefore remains on track and our assessment is on the whole, positive.” 

 

The chiefs also made good progress on the concept of operations for the post-2014 mission, 

Resolute Support. They have recommendations for NATO and partner defense ministers when they 

meet in June. 

 

NATO still has forces in Kosovo and the defense chiefs discussed the changes in the Balkans. 

 

“We recognize a significant step towards normalizations in the relationship between Kosovo and 

Serbia, demonstrated by the recent agreement brokered by the European Union,” Bartels said. “We 

also reflected on its possible implication for the Kosovo Force.” 

 

The chiefs will discuss changes in KFOR when they next meet in Hungary in September. “NATO 

will continue to ensure a safe and secure environment throughout Kosovo,” Bartels said. 

 

The chiefs support the ongoing cooperation between NATO and Russia through the 2013 Work 

Plan, and discussed new initiatives that could be part of the 2014 Work Plan. 

 

“Throughout our discussions, we recognized the mutual benefits in a closer dialogue,” Bartels. 

 

Bartels thanked Gen. Valery Gerasimov, the Russian chief of defense, for his personal engagement 

with NATO leaders. NATO leaders have extensively briefed Gerasimov on up-coming alliance 

exercises to test the NATO Response Force. 

 

“In the months to come, we will continue to build with Russia on reciprocal transparency on 

military exercises, enhancing mutual understanding,” Bartels said. 

 

The chiefs discussed NATO transformation and the need to preserve military capabilities while 

guarding hard-won interoperability. 

 

“Defense spending across the alliance must be coherent, complementary and matched to future 

threats,” Bartels said. “As NATO’s operational tempo is expected to decrease after 2014, emphasis 

will be placed on training to maintain force readiness.” 

 

Training together, he added, remains an alliance imperative. 

 

“The NATO chiefs provided clear commitment and guidance to the NATO future training and 

exercises concept,” Bartels said. “The Military Committee also discussed a high visibility exercise -

- due to take place in 2015 -- which will mark the shift in NATO’s operational focus and test our 

new command and force structures.” 

  

Biographies: 

Danish Gen. Knud Bartels 
 

Related Sites: 

U.S. European Command 

Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe 

NATO International Security Assistance Force 

Special Report: Travels With Dempsey 

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/who_is_who_49764.htm
http://www.eucom.mil/
http://www.aco.nato.int/shape.aspx
http://www.isaf.nato.int/
http://www.defense.gov/home/features/2013/0513_dempsey1/
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Related Articles: 

Dempsey Discusses Transition to Post-ISAF Afghanistan 

NATO Defense Chiefs Meet to Discuss Afghanistan, More 

 

 

6. Iranians Deserve Better from Their Government, Diplomat Says (05-16-2013) 
 

By Merle David Kellerhals Jr.  

Staff Writer  

 

Washington — Under Secretary of State Wendy Sherman told a congressional panel that the Iranian 

regime has chosen to isolate its people, stunt the country’s economic growth, repress freedom of 

expression and align the nation with global terrorism and extremist groups. 

 

“Iranians deserve better. Iran’s government can choose to end these policies at any time and put 

their people’s well being first,” Sherman told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee at a May 15 

hearing on U.S. policy toward Iran. 

 

The Iranian people are being affected by misplaced priorities, corruption and government 

mismanagement, added Sherman, who is the under secretary for political affairs at the State 

Department. 

 

“Instead of meeting the needs of its own people, the Iranian regime has chosen to spend enormous 

amounts of its money and resources to support the Assad regime [Syrian President Bashar al-Assad] 

as well as its militant proxies around the world, and to pursue the development of weapons of mass 

destruction,” Sherman added. 

 

“Instead of investing in its people, Iran continues to restrain their vast potential through censorship, 

oppression and severe limitations on their social, political and even academic freedom.” 

 

In the United States, Sherman says, the opposite is true. President Obama and Secretary of State 

John Kerry have repeatedly said that American communities have been enhanced by the 

contributions of Iranian Americans, a people who have come from a great civilization and whose 

accomplishments have earned the respect of the world, she said. 

 

“That is why in his 2013 Nowruz message, the president emphasized that there is no good reason 

for Iranians to be denied the opportunities enjoyed by people in other countries,” she testified. 

“Iranians deserve the same freedoms and rights as people everywhere, and all nations would benefit 

from the talents and creativity of the Iranian people, especially its youth.” 

 

The United States has been increasingly concerned by the Iranian regime’s continuing campaign of 

repression against its own people, which has included harassment and intimidation of the families 

of those who speak out for freedoms and civil liberties, torture of political prisoners and limitations 

applied to freedom of expression and access to information such as the Internet. Sherman said that 

these acts have created a culture of fear in which few dare to voice dissent or challenge the regime. 

She added that students, lawyers, journalists and bloggers, ethnic and religious minorities, artists 

and human rights activists are all targets for abuse, intimidation or discrimination. 

 

The global press advocacy group Reporters Without Borders has described the Iranian regime as an 

“enemy of the Internet.” The Iranian government filters online content and blocks access to the 

http://www.defense.gov/News/NewsArticle.aspx?ID=120053
http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=120028
http://iipdigital.usembassy.gov/st/english/article/2013/05/20130516147499.html#axzz2TFXs8UJT
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Internet in an effort to prevent Iranian citizens from acquiring knowledge and unbiased information 

about their own country and the outside world, Sherman told senators. 

 

“We are committed to raise the cost of repression and help Iranians break through the ‘electronic 

curtain’ the regime is erecting to communicate with one another and share their story with the 

world,” Sherman added in her testimony. 

 

In other Senate testimony on Iran, Sherman said that the United States has developed a 

multistrategy approach for dealing with the many challenges posed by Iran in addition to its human 

rights abuses — an unchecked nuclear weapons development program, support for international 

terrorism and destabilizing activities throughout the Middle East. 

 

Iran’s nuclear development program violates its international obligations, is in defiance of the 

international community and poses one of the greatest challenges the United States faces, she told 

senators. 

 

“A nuclear-armed Iran would pose a threat to the region, to the world and to the future of the global 

nuclear proliferation regime,” Sherman said. “It would risk an arms race in a region already rife 

with violence and conflict.” 

 

Sherman testified that a nuclear weapons regime would spread instability through proxies of Iran 

and threaten choke points for the global economy. 

 

The United States is pursuing a dual-track strategy — one that encourages diplomatic resolution 

through the P5+1 group, which includes the five permanent members of the U.N. Security Council 

(Britain, China, France, Russia and the United States) and Germany under the auspices of the 

European Union. 

 

“There is still time for Iran to change course, but that time is not indefinite,” Sherman said. “I want 

to be clear that our policy is not aimed at regime change, but rather at changing the regime’s 

behavior.” 

 

The second part of the dual-track approach has been the application of increasingly stringent 

economic sanctions that are affecting the country’s ability to raise money globally and to sell oil. 

Each day Iran exports 1 million fewer barrels of oil, which is costing the regime $3 billion to $5 

billion a month, she added. 

 

Sherman told the Senate committee that the United States has grave concerns about the Iranian 

regime’s support for terrorism and destabilizing activities in the Middle East, including its support 

for the violently repressive regime of Syrian President Assad against the Syrian people and its 

support for terrorist groups such as Hezbollah. 

 

U.S. Policy toward Iran 

 

 

7. State’s Sherman at Senate Hearing on U.S. Policy toward Iran (05-15-2013) 
 

 

Testimony by Wendy Sherman, Under Secretary for Political Affairs 

Written Statement before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

 

http://www.state.gov/p/us/rm/2013/202684.htm
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U.S. Policy toward Iran 
 

Chairman Menendez, Ranking Member Corker, distinguished Members of the Committee: Thank 

you for inviting me here today to discuss the Administration’s approach to the multiple challenges 

posed by Iran – by its nuclear ambitions, its support for international terrorism and destabilizing 

activities in the region, and its human rights abuses at home. I want to use this opportunity to speak 

clearly about these challenges; to lay out the multi-vectored strategy we are pursuing to counter 

them; and to be clear about the consequential choices ahead for America and our allies, but 

especially for Iran, its rulers, and its people. 

 

The Nuclear Challenge  
 

Iran’s nuclear activity – in violation of its international obligations and in defiance of the 

international community – is one of the greatest global concerns we face. A nuclear-armed Iran 

would pose a threat to the region, to the world, and to the future of the global nuclear proliferation 

regime. It would risk an arms race in a region already rife with violence and conflict. A nuclear 

weapon would embolden a regime that already spreads instability through its proxies and threatens 

chokepoints in the global economy. It would put the world’s most dangerous weapons into the 

hands of leaders who speak openly about wiping one of our closest allies, the state of Israel, off the 

map. In confronting this challenge, our policy has been clear: we are determined to prevent Iran 

from acquiring a nuclear weapon. Our preference is to resolve this through diplomacy. However, as 

President Obama has stated unequivocally, we will not allow Iran to obtain a nuclear weapon, and 

there should be no doubt that the United States will use all elements of American power to achieve 

that objective. 

 

Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei has asked why it is that the international community 

does not believe that Iran’s nuclear program is for peaceful purposes only. The answer is simple: 

Iran has consistently concealed its nuclear activities and continues to do so, denying required access 

and information to the International Atomic Energy Agency. As a signatory to the Nuclear Non-

Proliferation Treaty, Iran has responsibilities to the international community, and it is that blatant 

disregard for those responsibilities that has made Iran the subject of four UN Security Council 

resolutions imposing mandatory sanctions. 

 

From his very first months in office, President Obama put forward a clear choice to the Iranian 

government: Meet your international responsibilities on your nuclear program and reap the benefits 

of being a full member of the international community, or face the prospect of further pressure and 

isolation. Unfortunately Iran has so far chosen isolation. There is still time for it to change course, 

but that time is not indefinite. I want to be clear that our policy is not aimed at regime change, but 

rather at changing the regime’s behavior. 

 

The Dual-Track Policy  
 

Since this Administration took office in 2009, we have pursued a dual-track policy. Working with 

the P5+1 – the five members of the UN Security Council – China, France, Russia, the United 

Kingdom, and the United States, plus Germany, under the auspices of the European Union – we 

have actively pursued a diplomatic solution to international concerns over Iran’s nuclear program. 

As a result of Iran’s continuing disregard for its international obligations, we have ratcheted up the 

pressure on the Iranian government. We have built and led a global coalition to create the toughest, 

most comprehensive sanctions to date on the Iranian regime. The international community is united 

in its determination to prevent a nuclear-armed Iran. 
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Today, Iran is isolated and sanctions are having a real impact on the ground, exacerbated by the 

regime’s own mismanagement of its economy. Iran exports over 1 million fewer barrels of crude oil 

each day than it did in 2011, costing Iran between $3-$5 billion per month. All 20 importers of 

Iranian oil have either significantly reduced or eliminated oil purchases from Iran. Financial 

sanctions have crippled Iran’s access to the international financial system and fueled the 

depreciation of the value of Iran’s currency to less than half of what it was last year. Foreign direct 

investment into Iran has decreased dramatically as major oil companies and international firms as 

diverse as Ernst & Young, Daimler AG, Caterpillar, ENI, Total, and hundreds more have divested 

themselves from Iran. The International Monetary Fund projects the Iranian economy will contract 

in 2013, a significant decrease from the over 7 percent growth six years ago, and far below the 

performance of neighboring oil-exporting countries. Put simply, the Iranian economy is in a 

downward spiral, with no prospect for near-term relief. 

 

And we continue to increase the pressure. Iranian oil exports will continue to decline as we 

implement the law through our engagement with the last remaining six importers of Iranian oil. 

Iran’s currency will remain volatile as we block Iran’s revenue streams and block its access to funds 

held abroad. And we will continue to track, identify, and designate individuals and entities assisting 

Iran’s proliferation efforts and attempting to evade sanctions on Iran. Last week, the State 

Department sanctioned four Iranian companies and one individual for providing the Iranian 

government with goods, technology, and services that increase Iran’s ability to enrich uranium, 

which is prohibited by UN Security Council resolutions. On March 14, the State and Treasury 

Departments imposed sanctions on Dr. Dimitris Cambis and his company Impire Shipping for 

operating vessels on behalf of the National Iranian Tanker Company (NITC) that disguised the 

Iranian origin of the crude oil. On July 1, the Iran Freedom and Counter-Proliferation Act of 2012 

takes full effect, targeting an array of sectors and industries in Iran. Looking forward, as long as 

Iran continues on its current unproductive path, the Administration will continue to assess and 

implement potential additional sanctions on sectors and industries that can serve as pressure points. 

We look forward to continued strong collaboration with members of Congress to develop smart 

sanctions and increase pressure on the regime, while maintaining the strong coalition we have built 

through sustained diplomatic efforts with partners. 

 

In fact, one of the keys to our successful ratcheting up of the pressure on Iran is that we are not 

doing so alone. The European Union has enacted its own stringent sanctions regime, including an 

oil import ban that resulted in all 27 EU member states ceasing oil purchases from Iran. Australia, 

Canada, South Korea, Japan, and others have enacted their own sets of domestic measures, 

strengthening the international sanctions regime and sending a clear message to Iran: adhere to your 

international obligations, or face increasing pressure from the international community. And, even 

among partners who are frankly skeptical of sanctions, we have seen robust implementation of UN 

Security Council resolutions and cooperation on specific sanctions issues. We continue to 

coordinate closely with all of our international partners, ensuring stringent implementation of 

existing sanctions and encouraging strong domestic measures on Iran. As we move forward, it will 

be critical that we continue to move together and not take steps that undo the progress made so far. 

Doing such would signal divisions to Iran that it could and likely would exploit. 

 

Even as we significantly increase pressure on the Iranian regime, we remain committed to ensuring 

that legitimate, humanitarian trade can continue for the benefit of the Iranian people. We take no 

pleasure in any hardship our sanctions might cause the Iranian people in their everyday lives, and it 

is U.S. policy to not target Iranian imports of humanitarian items. We have worked hard to ensure 

U.S. regulations contain an explicit exception from sanctions for transactions for the sale of 

agricultural commodities, food, medicine, or medical devices to Iran as long as the transactions do 

not involve a designated entity or otherwise proscribed conduct. And when natural disasters have 
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struck Iran, we have been ready to assist. Following a tragic earthquake in northwest Iran in August 

2012, the Administration issued a general license to facilitate U.S. support to the Iranian people as 

they responded to and rebuilt from the natural disaster. In all our efforts on Iran, we have 

demonstrated that supporting the Iranian people and pressuring the policies of their government are 

not mutually exclusive. 

 

As we have built unprecedented pressure on the Iranian regime, we have also intensified our efforts 

towards pursuing a diplomatic solution to the nuclear issue. Since his first days in office, the 

President has emphasized our readiness, working with members of the P5+1 to seek a negotiated 

resolution regarding Iran’s nuclear program. The P5+1 has been incredibly unified, and we have 

worked closely and well with the Russians and Chinese. On February 26, 2013, the P5+1 met with 

Iranian representatives in Almaty, where the P5+1 jointly presented Iran with an updated, balanced 

proposal that offered Iran a real opportunity to take steps toward reducing tensions and creating the 

time and space to negotiate a comprehensive solution to the nuclear issue. As in prior talks, Iran 

was presented with a strong and united message: address the international’s community’s concerns 

or face mounting pressure. Interestingly, Iran’s initial public response was positive and they 

signaled a potential turning point. 

 

Yet, when on April 5, 2013, the P5+1 returned to Almaty to hear Iran’s formal response to our 

proposal, the Iranians once again fell short. While the P5+1 had a substantive exchange of views 

with Iran during the talks, in the end, Iran’s counterproposal to the P5+1 initiative was very 

disappointing. According to this counterproposal Iran would place little or no constraint on its 

current nuclear activities, while demanding that major sanctions be removed immediately. Given 

the significant gulf between the two sides, the P5+1 members did not believe scheduling another 

round was warranted at that time, and instead agreed to return to capitals to discuss the latest 

developments with their respective governments. They agreed that EU High Representative 

Catherine Ashton would then follow up with Iran on next steps, and indeed Ashton and Iran’s Chief 

Nuclear Negotiator Saeed Jalili are scheduled to meet in Istanbul today, May 15. 

 

We are looking for signs that Iran is prepared to move to address substantively all aspects of the 

proposal we discussed in Almaty. We are not interested in talks for talks’ sake, but we must give 

diplomacy every chance to succeed. And, while we leave the door open to diplomacy, we will 

continue to maintain unrelenting and increasing pressure. 

 

We have approached these negotiations realistically, conscious of our difficult history. We continue 

to seek concrete results in our talks, not empty promises. The onus is on Iran. 

 

Support for Terrorism  
 

Beyond its illicit nuclear activity, we also have grave concerns about Iran’s destabilizing activities 

in the Middle East, particularly its support for Bashar Asad in Syria; its support for terrorist 

organizations like Hizballah; and its unacceptable attacks on innocent civilians worldwide. These 

activities are not going unchecked. 

 

Iran is the world’s foremost state sponsor of terrorism, which it uses as a strategic tool of its foreign 

policy. Led by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) - Qods Force and the Ministry of 

Intelligence and Security (MOIS), the “Iran Threat Network” comprises an alliance of surrogates, 

proxies, and partners such as Hizballah, HAMAS, and Iraqi Shi’a militants, among others. Iran 

funds, trains, and equips these terrorist organizations, in whole or in part, to use in attacks around 

the world. This clandestine threat network destabilizes countries throughout the Middle East and 

threatens regional security. Iran’s leaders have aimed most of their threats at one of our closest 
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allies, blatantly declaring their desire to see the destruction of the state of Israel. We have a moral 

obligation to ensure that Iran never has the tools to make good on that threat. 

 

Israel is not Iran’s only target, however. Iranian national Mansour Arbabsiar pled guilty last year to 

plotting with members of the Qods Force to murder the Saudi Arabian ambassador by bombing a 

crowded restaurant here in Washington, DC. The attempt to assassinate a foreign diplomat in our 

nation’s capital is an intolerable escalation of Iranian terrorist activity. 

 

Iran has also sponsored and directed terrorist attacks against Israeli civilian and diplomatic targets 

worldwide. On February 13, 2012, a magnetic bomb was placed under the vehicle of an Israeli 

diplomat’s wife in New Delhi, India, seriously injuring her and three Indian nationals. The 

following day, a similar device was discovered under a vehicle belonging to the Israeli embassy in 

Tbilisi, Georgia, and safely defused. At the same time, Thai police arrested three Iranian nationals 

in Bangkok in connection with explosions at a private residence that subsequently revealed bomb-

making materials and makeshift grenades intended for use in attacks against Israeli targets. 

 

In June 2012, Kenyan authorities arrested two Iranian members of the Qods Force. Armed with 33 

pounds of military-grade plastic explosives, they planned deadly attacks on Western and Israeli 

targets. On May 6, a Kenyan court sentenced them to life imprisonment for terrorism-related 

offenses. 

 

Lebanese Hizballah continues to be a key partner and substantial part of Iran’s threat network. Iran 

provides hundreds of millions of dollars to Hizballah annually and has long been Hizballah’s 

primary trainer and arms supplier. Hizballah and the Iranian leadership share a worldview and 

strategic vision and are seeking to exploit the current unrest in the Middle East and North Africa to 

their advantage. We remain focused on Hizballah activity worldwide, and have devoted a great deal 

of diplomatic effort over the past several years to raising awareness of Hizballah activity with 

European partners, well before last summer’s attack in Bulgaria, in which six Israeli tourists were 

killed in a terrorist bombing, and arrest in Cyprus of a suspected Hizballah operative. 

 

Thwarted attacks involving Iranians and Iranian proxies like Hizballah in Cyprus, Thailand, and 

Kenya – to name a few examples – show a clear willingness on the part of our international partners 

to target and prosecute Iranian terrorist activity. As evidenced by these disruption and prosecution 

efforts across Africa, East Asia, and Europe, we and our international partners have become 

increasingly effective at targeting Iranian support for terrorism. 

 

Regional Meddling and Support for Asad  
 

In Syria, Iran has made it clear that it fears losing its closest ally and will stop at no cost, borne by 

both the Syrian and Iranian people, to prop up the Asad regime. Today, Iran is training, arming, 

funding, aiding and abetting the Asad regime and its atrocious crackdown on its own people. It is 

coordinating its intervention in Syria with Hizballah, which is itself engaged in training pro-regime 

militants who attack Syrian civilians, and in direct fighting on behalf of the Asad regime against the 

Syrian people. Iran and Hizballah fighters are also directing the activities of Iraqi militia groups 

which have been enlisted to join in the Asad regime’s war against the Syrian people. Iran has shown 

that it is willing to potentially destabilize an entire region if it means keeping the Syrian regime as 

an ally. Countering such efforts remains a key priority for the Administration and we are focused on 

preventing Iran from continuing to support the Syrian regime financially, materially, and 

logistically. The Administration has used its authorities in several executive orders to highlight the 

role of Iran in the Syrian regime’s violation of human rights and hold accountable those responsible. 
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These facts further highlight Iran’s continued efforts to expand its nefarious interference in the 

region. In January, Yemeni authorities seized, in Yemeni territorial waters, a 40-ton Iranian 

shipment of weapons and explosives destined for Iranian-supported Huthi extremists. These 

activities interfere with Yemen’s ongoing political transition, and are destabilizing to the wider 

region. It is no surprise then that, according to a 2013 Zogby survey of 20 Arab and Muslim-

majority countries, Iran is now viewed unfavorably in a majority of Arab countries and its appeal to 

mainstream Arab public opinion has virtually collapsed from its 2006 peak. 

 

As Iran’s isolation grows, we are working through existing regional counter-terrorism partnerships 

to address the Iranian threat, and the interdiction in Yemen is a successful example of that 

cooperation. We are also deepening our military partnerships across the region. We consult 

regularly on security matters with our partners in the Persian Gulf and maintain a substantial 

presence in the region, to keep a watchful eye on Iran, counter potential Iranian aggression, reassure 

our allies, and protect the free flow of commerce through the Strait of Hormuz. We are also in close 

and constant contact with Israel to coordinate our policies and have taken unprecedented steps to 

protect Israel’s Qualitative Military Edge – including support for the Iron Dome defense system to 

stop Iranian-supported militant groups from firing Iranian-supplied rockets into Israeli 

communities. 

 

Levinson, Abedini, and Hekmati Cases  
 

Just as we are concerned about Iran’s destabilizing regional activities abroad, we remain concerned 

about Iran’s treatment of U.S. citizens detained and missing in Iran. The U.S. government is 

dedicated to the return of American citizen Robert Levinson and U.S.-Iranian dual nationals Saeed 

Abedini and Amir Hekmati. Mr. Levinson went missing from Kish Island, Iran, on March 9, 2007, 

and his whereabouts remain unknown. We continue to call on the Iranian government to make good 

on its promises to assist the U.S. government in finding Mr. Levinson so that he can be reunited 

with his family. Mr. Hekmati, a former U.S. Marine who served in Afghanistan, was detained in 

Iran since August 2011, and endured a closed-door trial with little regard for fairness or 

transparency. Mr. Abedini has been detained in Iran since September 2012 on charges related to his 

religious beliefs, and reportedly has suffered physical abuse by Iranian officials in prison. Despite 

our repeated requests, Iranian authorities have failed to provide them with adequate medical 

treatment or permit visits from our protecting power. We will continue to raise these cases directly 

and publicly as we also pursue all available options until all three of these Americans return home 

safely. 

 

Human Rights  
 

We are equally disturbed by the regime’s ongoing campaign of repression against its own people. 

Such oppression has included the harassment and intimidation of family members of those who 

speak out for freedoms, the torture of political prisoners, and the limitation of freedom of 

expression and access to information. These acts of aggression have created a culture of fear in 

which few dare to voice dissent or challenge regime officials. Students, lawyers, journalists, and 

bloggers, ethnic and religious minorities, artists and human rights activists are all targets for abuse, 

intimidation, or discrimination. 

 

Labeled by press advocacy group Reporters Without Borders as an “enemy of the internet,” Iran 

filters online content and blocks access to the internet to prevent Iranian people from acquiring 

knowledge and unbiased information about their own country and the outside world. We are 

committed to raise the cost of repression and help Iranians break through the “electronic curtain” 

the regime is erecting to communicate with one another and share their story with the world. 

 



May 21, 2013 

 14 
P.O. Box 309, 814 99 Bratislava, phone: 02/5922-3272 

e-mail: ARC_Brat@state.gov, http://slovakia.usembassy.gov  

As Dr. Martin Luther King said, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere,” and this is 

true, too, as we advocate for the rights and freedoms of the Iranian people. We have helped raise 

awareness of regime abuses and held Iranian officials responsible for their actions. Working with 

the authorities you provided us, we have imposed sanctions – including asset freezes and visa bans 

– on 30 Iranian individuals and entities for engaging in serious human rights abuses or censorship 

activities that limit freedom of expression, including the IRGC, the MOIS, Iran’s Cyber Police, and 

the Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting. And while we know that public discussion of these 

incidents does not always help the people taking risks on the ground, make no mistake: we have 

stood – and will continue to stand – fully and firmly behind the aspirations of the Iranian people. 

 

We have lent our voice to those the regime has tried to silence, speaking out in defense of numerous 

political prisoners, such as noted human rights defender Nasrin Sotoudeh, Christian pastor Youcef 

Nadarkhani, journalist Zhila Bani-Yaghoub, and Kurdish rights activist Seddigh Kaboudvand. We 

will continue to highlight such cases and coordinate our actions with our international partners, as 

we did in 2011 at the UN Human Rights Council to create the mandate of the Special Rapporteur 

for Human Rights in Iran, whose exhaustive reports have detailed the extent of unspeakable abuses 

in Iran. Likewise, we will continue to support the annual Canadian-led resolution at the UN General 

Assembly to condemn Iran’s human rights practices, a measure which has passed for 10 

consecutive years. 

 

Outreach to the Iranian People  
 

Coupled with our concerns about human rights are our concerns about the well-being of the Iranian 

people. Every day, we hear from the Iranian people directly through our public diplomacy programs 

and Farsi-language social media platforms. The Virtual Embassy Tehran, launched in December 

2011, has over 2 million hits and our Farsi-language Facebook, Twitter, Google+, and YouTube 

channel have also been enormously successful. The 170 videos on our YouTube channel have more 

than 1 million views and our Facebook page has over 120,000 fans, 60 percent of whom are inside 

of Iran and who access our sites even though the Iranian regime blocks the site. 

 

What we see through our interactions is that the Iranian people are being detrimentally affected by 

the misplaced priorities, corruption and mismanagement of their government. Instead of meeting the 

needs of its own people, the Iranian regime has chosen to spend enormous amounts of its money 

and resources to support the Asad regime as well as its militant proxies around the world, and to 

pursue the development of weapons of mass destruction. Instead of investing in its people, Iran 

continues to restrain their vast potential through censorship, oppression, and severe limitations on 

their social, political and even academic freedoms. 

 

As the President and the Secretary have said, in the United States our own communities have been 

enhanced by the contributions of Iranian Americans. We know that the Iranian people come from a 

great civilization whose accomplishments have earned the respect of the world. That is why in his 

2013 Nowruz message, the President emphasized that there is no good reason for Iranians to be 

denied the opportunities enjoyed by people in other countries. 

 

Iranians deserve the same freedoms and rights as people everywhere and all nations would benefit 

from the talents and creativity of the Iranian people, especially its youth. It is a shame that much of 

the world realizes this and the Iranian government has yet to do so. 

 

Presidential Elections  
 

Let me conclude by addressing a topic we are watching closely: Iran’s June 14 presidential election. 

Following the last election in 2009, when the regime violently quashed the hopes and dreams of 
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ordinary Iranians who went into the street to demand their fundamental rights, we have seen a 

deliberate and unrelenting level of repression in the lead-up to these elections. 

 

As we speak, behind closed doors, Iran’s unelected and unaccountable Guardian Council is vetting 

Iranian presidential contenders, using vague criteria to eliminate potential candidates. Without a 

transparent process, it is difficult for us to say whether Iran’s elections will be free, fair, or represent 

the will of the Iranian people. 

 

We take no sides in Iran’s presidential election. The decision about who leads Iran is for the Iranian 

people, who should have every opportunity to express freely and openly their opinions, ideas, and 

hopes for the future of their country. But we do call on the Iranian authorities to conduct a free and 

fair election that not only conforms to international standards of transparency and accountability but 

is just and represents the will of the Iranian people. 

 

Conclusion  
 

In sum, Iranians deserve better. Their government has chosen to isolate them, stunt their economic 

growth, repress their ability to speak freely, and connect the people of Iran with the most heinous 

acts of terrorism and regional adventurism. Iran’s government can choose to end these policies at 

any time and put their people’s well being first. 

 

As the President said, we have no illusions about the difficulty of overcoming decades of mistrust. 

It will take a serious and sustained effort to resolve the many differences between Iran and the 

United States. We do not expect to always agree, but rather for Iran to be an honest and responsible 

member of the international community, a community where members honor their commitments 

and keep their word or pay the price. 

 

We share Congress’ concern about Iran and want to continue our hand in hand efforts to ensure that 

Iran does not continue on a path that threatens the peace and stability of the region and tramples the 

freedoms of its citizens. We welcome your ideas on how we can sustain and expand our efforts. 
 

Thank you. 

 


